Education Policy: A Case Study of Digitizing Education in Malaysia  by Cheah, Phaik Kin & Merican, Ahmad Murad
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  69 ( 2012 )  1714 – 1718 
1877-0428 © 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Dr. Zafer Bekirogullari of Cognitive – Counselling, Research & Conference 
Services C-crcs.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.12.119 
International Conference on Education and Educational Psychology (ICEEPSY 2012) 
Education Policy: A Case Study of Digitizing Education in 
Malaysia 
aPhaik Kin Cheah*, bAhmad Murad Merican 
aUniversiti Tunku Abdul Rahman, Kampar, 31900, Malaysia 
bUniversiti Teknologi Petronas, Tronoh, 31750, Malaysia  
 
Abstract 
Malaysia’s vision to become a developed nation in the year 2020 drives its plans towards digitalisation. As such, education 
policies in the Malaysia have gradually incorporated information and communication technologies. The Malaysian 
government’s Multimedia Super Corridor (MSC) initiative is instrumental in digitizing the nation in various dimensions 
such as governance, health and education. Planned change is realised in the form of development plans and policies. 
Planning development is the government’s major activity in almost every country. It should also be noted that digitization 
and information communication technologies initiatives took place and were politically and socially grounded throughout 
the 1990s during the time of the fourth prime minister Tun Mahathir Mohamad. Globally, emerging economies would have 
to face the competition with developed nations. Therefore, it is an exigent task in planning change. This study aims to 
conceptualise digitising education in Malaysia in that context. It then describes the planning machinery and examines the 
development plans and official reports. This study uses secondary data from texts and documents as well as policy 
imperatives in Malaysia to problematize the digititalising of education in Malaysia. It was found that Malaysia is going 
through a series of changes by using development planning and the management of change  as a tool to realise its goals 
towards achieving the status of a high-income developed nation In its quest for modernisation and development in the 
information age, the government attempts to build a solid foundation to position itself as a developer and supplier of ICT. 
However, the government also aims to ensure balanced development and growth with equity whereby participation in the 
knowledge-based economy reflects the ethnic composition and the general demographic characteristics of the population. 
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1. Introduction  
Over the past two decades, Malaysia has experienced vast changes in the course of advancing toward 
modernization and progress. The concept of modernization has long been the topic of debate among thinkers 
from the aspects of politics, social science and economics alike. Daniel Lerner’s (1968) The Passing of 
Traditional Society: Modernizing The Middle East was based in the premise that modernization is a sought-after 
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state, especially by the poorer nations. Lerner provided a broad description of modernity as a “state of mind” 
which involves the society’s “expectation of progress, propensity to growth, readiness to adapt oneself to 
change.” (1968: viii).  
If the area of the most rapid and pervasive changes can be identified, it would without a doubt be in the area of 
information and communication technologies (ICT). This is evident in the Malaysian government’s initiatives in 
setting up the National Information Technology Council (NITC) to drive ICT development, and the Multimedia 
Super Corridor (MSC) that is managed by the Multimedia Development Corporation (MDC) to offer facilities and 
services to multimedia producers and consumers. Malaysia has also drawn up cyber laws to protect users, 
intellectual property, etc. These changes have affected nearly every aspect of life. 
This study aims to examine the digitising of education in Malaysia as a part of its vision to achieve the status of a 
developed nation. This study also describes the planning machinery and examines the development plans and 
official reports. Secondary data from texts and documents as well as policy imperatives in Malaysia to problematize 
the digitizing of education in Malaysia.  
 
2. Planning Machinery and Development Plans 
Development plans in Malaysia are divided into three categories: long term plans – the Outline Perspective Plan, 
medium term plans – the five-year development plans, and short term plans – mid-term reviews of the five-year 
development plans and the annual budget (Economic Planning Unit, 2003). The First Malaya Plan was prepared by 
a team of bureaucrats (First Malaya Plan, 1956). Later, this secretariat became the present Economic Planning Unit 
(EPU) under the Prime Minister’s Department in 1961 which provides secretariat services to the National 
Development Planning Committee (NDPC) participated by civil servants (Robertson, 1984: 251). Today, the EPU 
which is still under the jurisdiction of the Prime Minister’s Department, plays an important role in overseeing and 
coordinating the State Economic Planning Units as well as formulating and implementing development plans at the 
national level (Economic Planning Unit, 2003). The development planning machinery in Malaysia today involves 
not only government agencies but also various other members such as the Malaysian Business Council and 
representatives of the private sector through government bodies to incorporate the bottom-up input in the planning 
process (Economic Planning Unit, 2003). The bottom-up input is also provided by ministries, government agencies 
and State Governments (Economic Planning Unit, 2003).  
Through the New Economic Model (Performance Management and Delivery Unit, 2011), Economic 
Transformation Programme (Prime Minister’s Department, 2010) and the five-year development plans (Economic 
Planning Unit 1990; Economic Planning Unit 2005; Economic Planning Unit 2010), the government plans to not 
only digitize the nation but also to become a developer and supplier of ICT. The government’s approach to 
development and modernization is by ensuring growth with equity. The plans address problem areas to narrow the 
gaps between the rich and the poor, and urban and rural communities such as eradicating poverty (Economic 
Planning Unit 1990; Economic Planning Unit 2005; Economic Planning Unit 2010), narrowing the digital divide 
(Economic Planning Unit 2005; 2010), increasing literacy and numeracy (Prime Minister’s Department, 2010), and 
increasing Bumiputera (indigenous group) wealth and participation (Performance Management and Delivery Unit, 
2011; Economic Planning Unit 1990; Economic Planning Unit 2005; Economic Planning Unit 2010). 
3. Digitizing Education in Malaysia 
Malaysia has set its vision to become a fully developed nation by the year 2020 (Economic Planning Unit, 2015; 
Economic Planning Unit, 2010; Prime Minister’s Department, 2010). In discussing the subject of digitizing 
education in Malaysia, it is imperative to contextualize it within several national initiatives over the last 40 years.  
This is to account the antecedents, manifesting the logic of how Malaysia and education in Malaysia came to be 
what it is today.  Malaysia articulated its philosophy of education in the 1980s. This is turn was founded, among 
others, on the national ideology of Rukunnegara (Translate: National Principles) formulated in the early 1970s. 
Then, in early 1991, a decade before the United Nation-formulated Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
Malaysia developed its own vision. This was identified as Vision 2020 in his proposal entitled “The Way Forward” 
(Office of the Prime Minster of Malaysia, 2010). In launching Vision 2020, the then prime minister Dr. Mahathir 
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Mohamad outlined nine challenges (Office of the Prime Minster of Malaysia, 2010). These challenges, as we shall 
see, much impinged on the nation’s process of formulating and operating its education system. The challenges are: 
 
1) To establish a united Malaysian nation with a sense of common and shared destiny.  Malaysia must be a 
nation at peace with itself, territorially and ethnically integrated, made up on one ‘Bangsa Malaysia’ (a 
national race) living in harmony, enjoying full and fair partnership, and pledging political loyalty and 
dedication to the nation. 
2) To create a psychologically liberated, secure, and developed Malaysian society with faith and confidence in 
itself, justifiably proud of what it is and what it has accomplished, and robust enough to  face all manner of 
adversities. This Malaysian society must be distinguished by the pursuit of excellence, fully aware of its 
potential, psychologically subservient to none and respected by peoples of other nations. 
3) To develop a mature democratic society, practicing a form of consensual, community-oriented Malaysian 
democracy that can be a model for other developing countries. 
4) To nurture a fully moral and ethical society, whose citizens have strong religious and spiritual values, as well 
as high ethical standards. 
5) To establish a liberal and tolerant society in which Malaysian of all colours and creeds  are free to practice 
and profess their customs, cultures, and religious beliefs and yet feel that they belong to one nation. 
6) To develop a scientific and progressive society, a society that is innovative and forward-looking, one that is 
not only a consumer of technology but also a contributor to the scientific and technological civilization of the 
future. 
7) To create a considerate society with a caring culture, a social system in which society will come before self 
and in which the welfare of the people will revolve not around the state or individual but around a strong and 
resilient family system. 
8) To ensure an economically just society.  This is a society in which there is fair and equitable distribution of 
the wealth of the nation and in which there is full partnership in economic progress. Such a society cannot 
survive as long as there is the identification of race with economic function and the identification of 
economic backwardness with race. 
9) To build a prosperous society, with an economy that is fully competitive, dynamic, robust, and resilient. 
 
Within vision 2020 are embedded many positive educational values as well as the philosophy of education. The 
importance of Vision 2020 is in the ‘futural role imagery’ of the nation (Singer, 1974: 19-32).  Digitizing education 
is the outcome of that imagery. One question raised in respect to the futural imagery is whether the curriculum, 
together with the content knowledge, learning processes, and life experiences undergone by students earlier on, 
prepares them adequately to become leaders who will be responsible for their own future and the future of the nation 
and humanity (Bajunid, 2008: 1-34). Is the curriculum relevant as it is? Would it provide students with the tools for 
learning, relearning and unlearning to cope as well as to lead in the various domains of their existence in the new 
world, whatever its order or chaos?  
Another initiative, having a more focussed link to the policy of digitizing education is the Multimedia Super 
corridor (MSC), together with the founding of Cyberjaya (The Intelligent City). The launching of the MSC heralded 
Malaysia’s entry into the Digital Era. The Smart School was one of the initial seven flagships of the MSC. The idea 
of the Smart School is portent. Social transformations and various intervening factors have deluded the Smart 
School. However the Smart School has unleashed imaginations and the Malaysian education system then became 
one of the sectors leading the knowledge revolution for the country. This can be seen in the founding of the 
Multimedia University and Universiti Tun Abdul Razak – the first cyber/virtual university in Malaysia. These were 
followed by the Open University Malaysia and Wawasan Open University, all of which promote e-learning. 
Blended learning became the national norm – not only in universities but also in schools. The mobile phones 
became a way of life (Bajunid, 2008: 1-34). One can imagine a sort of ‘digital hub’ (Isaacson, 2011: 379), to project 
and using what Singer terms as ‘futural imagery.’  The end-point of any ‘digital project’ such as in education is like 
transforming and coordinating a variety of devices such as “music players to video recorders to cameras.” As 
Isaacson put it: 
You’d link and sync all these devices with your computer, and it would manage your music, pictures, 
video, text, and all aspects of what Jobs dubbed your “ digital lifestyle” (Isaacson, 2011: 379) 
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4. Digitizing Classroom Approaches 
What we can see in Malaysia, according to futurist Kathryn Chang Barker (Susiena,  1st January, 2012) are the 
following trends against the background of world events and changing learning systems: 
(1) Personal digital devices infiltrating classrooms 
Many educational institutions, particularly universities, have become “laptop universities“ — thanks to Wi-fi 
hotspots on campus, which encourage students to bring their own netbooks, smart phones and tablets to class. 
Although concerns about equity and access will persist, we can expect teachers to use free teaching tools on the 
Internet during lessons. 
They are likely to ask students to Google a term or discuss a Wikipedia entry with their groups using their own 
digital devices. ”We will see more and more of this in classrooms because (the tools are) readily available. 
Educators will want to use these to their advantage in order to be effective teachers,” says Barker. 
(2) Creative use of social media 
Social networking sites such as Facebook are handy for staging protests and revolutions as they were for 
organizing high school reunions and prom nights. Malaysian Prime Minister Datuk Seri Najib Razak has 
already expressed his interest in engaging with young minds via social media when he launched the 1Malaysia 
TV, an Internet protocol television, as a way to “disseminate information in a speedy manner using the latest 
tools“. He had reportedly urged the government to act fast in “channeling information to the people, if possible 
in real time, in order to win the hearts of the younger generation” and become a government that “speaks the 
same language as young people”. The focus should be on the technology. 
(3) Student power 
Students take on leadership role. “Traditionally, students get their first taste of politics at university. It is where 
they learn to shape their values. Besides, society has always looked to tertiary institutions and graduates to raise 
important social issues,” Barker wrote. Students need to gather, protest, talk and debate to become caring 
citizens — all the skills and qualities that schools and universities want to arm students with. Moving toward a 
digitalized education leads to a learning and a healthy environment.  
(4) Emphasis on resourcefulness 
Young people will use a variety of sources to seek information and judge its quality.  Skills such as being 
critical and discerning are essential.  
(5) Focus on learning about learning  
There will be a noticeable shift from “student-centered” learning to “learning-centered” approach. While the 
former idea emphasizes the need to pay attention to how students pick up information, what they experience 
and how they engage in the learning context, the latter highlights the importance of “identifying the skills that 
youth should learn and where is best for them to acquire these.” 
(6) Lifelong learning  
The recently unveiled National Blueprint for Enculturation of Lifelong Learning 2011-2020 will encourage 
more Malaysians to make acquiring knowledge a habit for life. 
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5. Conclusion 
Malaysia has set its vision to achieve a developed nation status by year 2020. In its approach to drive change and 
progress, the government has taken a approach to move forward with equitable growth. Digitizing education is part 
of its plan to narrow the gaps as well as to fuel development. In the years to come, more people will embrace 
lifelong learning and the use of digital media in the classroom. We can envision attitudinal changes in society with 
regard to knowledge acquisition. This imagery will slowly materialize but a more intensive look into developing 
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